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Rationale 
• For most people in most jobs, paid employment generates higher 
levels of physical, mental health and wellbeing than unemployment 
or economic inactivity (e.g. reviews by McKee-Ryan 2005; Paul and 
Moser 2009).
• Because employment serves important psychological functions (e.g. 
Fryer, 1986; Warr ,1987; Jahoda, 1981, 1982; and Strandh, 1997) → 
better well-being and mental health
• A gap in the debate: how much paid employment is needed to get 
some or all of the physical and mental wellbeing benefits?




• What is the minimum number of working hours needed in order to 
gain mental wellbeing benefits from paid work?

















   
   
   







   
   
   
   
   












Understanding Society/The UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS) first seven waves (2009-
2017). 
• Sample
• Unemployed and employed individuals aged 16+  (174, 776 person-wave observations)
• Variables
• Dependent: Mental health – General Health Questionnaire - 12 items, reversed
• Independent: Number of working hours actually normally worked per week (including 
overtime and second job)
• Control: age, marital status, nr of children, age of children, household income, individual 
income as % of the HH income , caring responsibilities and physical health. 






















Working hours per week (including overtime and second job)






• Even a small job is better than no job
• Mental health benefits of employment over unemployment increase 
with the working hours
• Underemployment: 
• working hours that do not provide the peak mental health benefits that work 
could provide (e.g. approx. 32 hours a week)? 
• on a scale – more or less underemployed
Limitations and challenges
• Job quality not controlled
• Reverse causality 
• Contextual variables (e.g. Local and occupational unemployment 
rates) not controlled 
• Choice does matter
Implications
Growing underemployment and a possibility of of machine learning 
and robotics taking over many human activities –a society of re-
distributed working hours? A four- day working week?
Further research
• Analyses of interactions between job characteristics/ job quality and 
working hours and wellbeing
• Analyses looking at different household types (e.g. single, living with 
parents, a couple with children etc)
• Qualitative interviews – looking at working shorts hours in community 
context
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